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Integrated care pathways specify and evaluate clinical practice and can improve patient care.'
They use multidisciplinary guidelines to develop and implement clinical plans which represents current, local best practice for specific conditions. They may also incorporate national guidelines,' evidence based medicine,3" and benchmarking.5 Pathways are divided into time intervals during which specific goals and expected progress are indicated, together with guidance on the optimal timing of appropriate investigations and treatment (fig 1) .' Pathways are usually unique to the institution in which they are developed. This is partly because they reflect details of care which vary between institutions, but also because the development of the pathway allows evaluation of current practice and results in clarification and coordination of the overall plan of care. However, exchange of information between health professionals using similar pathways can be extremely valuable to improve and extend the use of pathways. While the patient's progress follows the pathway, the care given is signed for by the appropriate person. When the patient's progress or care varies from the pathway this is recorded, together with the reason and the action taken.9 Members of the team may chose to deviate from the pathway, but this must be clinically justified. This encourages staff to adhere to the guidelines specified on the pathway,'0 thus reducing variations in the care provided. A clinical coordinator develops and facilitates the introduction of the pathways, educates staff, reviews the patient's progress, and explains the plan of care to the parents and the child when appropriate. Parents usually have access to the pathway throughout the child's stay. The coordinator is also involved in analysing the causes ofvariation from the pathways and revising the pathways so that they represent current best practice. 
nation between disciplines prevents duplication of clinical care. Delays in investigation and treatment are minimised and their causes identified.9 Discharge planning begins on admission, so related problems can be resolved early.'8 Pathways can also be used to provide seamless care during transfer of the patient from the hospital to care in the community.
Parents are usually actively involved in the care given to their child. The pathway gives them guidance regarding expected progress and what they can do to help achieve it. 6 Pathways provide parents with more information on the details of care that the child is likely to receive and the expected length of stay. This gives parents the knowledge that they need to 
